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The national legal services program founders who worked under Sargent Shriver 
in the Office of Economic Opportunity envisioned our programs as a spring-
board to economic justice and the full enfranchisement of low-income com-

munities. Through our role as advocates we would create an opening for our clients to 
claim a voice and a role in the institutions created by the War on Poverty. The mission 
of the national program went beyond mere access to justice because pulling poor peo-
ple from the margins and facilitating full participation in our economic and politi-
cal processes would allow poor people to help shape these systems, thereby shaping 
“justice” itself.1

Some fifty years later, our collective mission is more accurately described as promot-
ing economic justice and full enfranchisement than access to justice. Full enfran-
chisement of poor people dovetails with other prodemocracy movements in the na-
tion. As corporate entities are increasingly given rights formerly reserved for living, 
breathing people, as civil liberties are eroded, and as corporate wealth and influence 
grow, all citizens must be active participants in our democracy. Envisioning our work 
as building democracy while we forge connections with other prodemocracy move-
ments can propel an economic justice agenda.

To realize our mission we advocates must enlist the client community as partners. In 
doing so we will increase legal aid programs’ capacity and build a constituency, de-
crease the need for legal assistance through prevention, empower clients to be active 
partners in fighting injustice and promoting impact work, give an economic answer 
to an economic problem, and can drive a movement for economic justice and full en-
franchisement.

Sharon Lee Schwartz
Regional Director

Legal Aid Services of Oregon
P.O. Box 219
700 SE Kane St.
Roseburg, OR 97470
541.673.1182 ext. 205
sharonlee.schwartz@lasoregon.org

By Sharon Lee Schwartz

1See Edgar S. Cahn & Jean C. Cahn, The War on Poverty: A Civilian Perspective, 73 YAle lAw JournAl 1317 (1964).

mailto:sharonlee.schwartz@lasoregon.org
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Partnering with Clients to Achieve Economic Justice and Full Enfranchisement 

Here I describe the beginnings of a 
strategy to achieve this agenda through 
“Pay-it-Forward,” a pilot project in the 
Roseburg office of Legal Aid Services of 
Oregon. The project invites clients to 
partner with us to coproduce economic 
justice and full enfranchisement. The 
project is a first step toward the type of 
change envisioned by Edgar and Jean 
Cahn in 1964 in their seminal Yale Law 
Journal article that called for a national 
legal aid program.2 Through trial and er-
ror, the Roseburg office is testing the idea 
that if we ask clients for their partnership 
we can increase resources, deepen the 
impact of our work, and respond to the 
root causes of the disfranchisement of 
poor people.

Our approach is based on coproduction, 
which means that clients partner with 
social service agencies to cocreate the de-
sired outcome, recognizing that delivering 
social services differs from delivering a 
pizza. As Edgar Cahn explains, “[a]ll pub-
lic services require the ‘customer’ to be 
an active agent in the ‘production’ of the 
required outcomes. Education and health 
care initiatives simply fail if the intended 
recipients are unwilling or unable to en-
gage in a constructive way; they are out-
comes that are coproduced by citizens.”3

Coproduction is a response to the realiza-
tion that most models of social services 
are unsustainable because the underlying 
causes of the need for services go unmet 
and so demand for services will always 
exceed supply. Here I use “coproduction” 
to refer to clients’ voluntary and active 
contribution of their time and their skills 
to other community members and exer-
cise of their right to help shape our com-
munities and national landscape. 

“Time banking” is a strategy for build-
ing partnerships with clients so that we 
can coproduce desired outcomes. Time 
banking allows people to exchange skills 
they have for services they need by earn-
ing and spending “time dollars,” a special 
tax-exempt local currency based on time 
rather than capital. One hour of service, 
no matter the type of service, is always 
equal to one time dollar. Through time 
banking, clients can become our part-
ners in coproducing justice. At the same 
time our pursuit of full enfranchisement 
can complement grass roots movements 
that are helping the nation transition 
from a model of corporate power to one 
of community strength.

The pilot project raises a question: as a 
movement, are we in legal services will-
ing to acknowledge that while we can 
solve legal problems, we need our cli-
ents’ partnership to reach economic jus-
tice and full enfranchisement? While an 
unwarranted eviction can be stopped by 
a legal aid attorney, making the client’s 
neighborhood a good place to live takes 
collective action. Do we have the will-

Pay-it-Forward Project Objectives

Ameliorating Current Legal Problems

1. Clients have access to resources to meet needs that contribute to 
or exacerbate legal problems.

2. Through better access to resources, clients can broaden the range 
of solutions to legal problems.

Preventing Future Legal Problems

3. Clients have access to resources and can build connections that 
enable them to meet basic needs and move out of poverty.

4. Having met their basic needs, clients will have fewer legal needs.

5. When clients build connections in the community, our services have 
more significant and longer-lasting impact in our clients’ lives.

Increasing Resources for Legal Services

6. More attorneys do pro bono work in a pay-it-forward system.

7. We attract interest and support from funders who are fatigued 
with traditional social service models and are seeking new ideas.

Building a Movement for Economic Justice  
and Full Enfranchisement

8. We demonstrate that low-income clients can make valuable contri-
butions to our community and honor clients’ ability to contribute 
to economic justice.

9. Our client community is empowered and engaged.

2Id.

3Edgar S. Cahn, TimeBanks USA, Priceless Money: Banking Time for Changing Times 22 (2006), http://bit.ly/V2q6N9.

http://bit.ly/V2q6N9
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power to push forward a movement for 
economic justice and full enfranchise-
ment for all community members?

Pay-it-Forward 

In January 2012 the Roseburg office be-
gan testing a coproduction project us-
ing time banking, with the objectives of 
preventing and ameliorating legal prob-
lems, increasing resources for legal aid, 
and building a movement for economic 
justice and full enfranchisement.4 The 
mechanics are simple, although we are 
beginning to understand that, for the 
project to reach its full potential, several 
iterations will be required as we learn 
what does and does not work. 

Planning started five years ago as our of-
fice searched for a strategy to accomplish 
our mission using existing resources. 
The project’s original purposes were to 
help more people, give clients a way to 
“pay-it-forward” by contributing to the 
community, respect clients by recogniz-
ing that they have more to offer than their 
legal problems, and allow staff and cli-
ents to work together to build the world 
in which we want to live. Through an ef-
fort led by United Way and partner agen-
cies, the community came together to 
support the development of a time bank. 
Umpqua Valley Time Exchange, founded 
in 2010, has over 300 members, includ-
ing about twenty nonprofit organizations. 
Over 2,500 hours have been exchanged in 
close to 800 transactions. Launching the 
time bank allowed nonprofit organiza-
tions to undertake projects such as Pay-
it-Forward.

Clients can participate in Pay-it-Forward 
by using the time bank to access services 
beyond those of our office and, at the close 
of a client’s case, by earning time dollars 
equivalent to our staff’s time on the case by 
helping another person or area nonprofit 
organization. The time that clients earn is 
not paid back to our office but is a resource 
that clients can use to meet their individual 
needs through a network in the community. 

As they begin to apply for legal aid, cli-
ents often identify a problem or a need 
that time bank participation can resolve. 
When they finish applying, our intake 
paralegal gives them information about 
our local time bank and about our proj-
ect.5 If a client is interested, the parale-
gal refers the client to time bank staffers, 

4We had tried giving clients time credits for attending our self-help classes, on the theory that their participation helped 
the office reach a larger number of people. We found that this incentive was inadequate, and so we turned the project 
upside down, deciding instead to give clients the option of “paying-it-forward” for the valuable service received (see “Pay-
it-Forward Project Objectives” box). 

5See “Pay-it-Forward Challenge” box. 

[Editor’s Note: Below is the text of the informational handout 
distributed to clients identified as potential candidates for 
participation in the Pay-it-Forward Project.]

Pay-it-Forward Challenge

Get things you need with time, not money
Help build a better community

n	 By sharing your skills and talents with other people in our  
community, you pay-it-forward and make our community better 
for everyone.

n	 Our staff can solve legal problems, but we need clients’ help to 
solve injustice. 

What It Is

n	 Some clients are choosing to match our staff’s time on their case 
hour for hour, to pay-it-forward to other people or to local non-
profit organizations that need their help by joining the time bank.

n	 You’ll earn one hour of time for each hour you help another person 
or a local nonprofit organization.

n	 You can spend the hours you earn for services you choose and are 
offered through the time bank.

n	 We are trying to learn about the ways clients can get services they 
need by sharing skills they have, and we are trying to show that our 
clients have valuable skills to help themselves, to help others, and 
to help our community.

Why Be Involved

n	 Our office is doing an experimental pilot project to show that our 
clients can help us build a community that provides justice to every-
one.

n	 We are the first legal aid office in the country to give this a try.

n	 We believe that people are the real wealth of our society and that 
everyone can be a contributor.
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who then help the client identify needs 
the time bank can meet and services the 
client wants to offer to other time bank 
members. 

Participation is optional. Clients who 
agree to participate have nothing to gain 
in terms of the service they receive from 
our office, and they have nothing to lose 
by declining to participate. When clients 
do agree to participate, they help prove 
that they can make valuable contribu-
tions to our community. 

Clients earn time by giving services to 
other individual members or to nonprof-
it member organizations. For example, 
an independent living program operates 
a dial-a-ride program and seeks time 
bank volunteers as drivers to extend its 
hours of operation. Clients spend time 
for services offered through the time 
bank. Our office is assisting a young 
mother who cannot find work because 
she does not have a high school diploma 
or a GED (general equivalency diploma). 
The time bank can help her get the tutor-
ing she needs.

We ask clients to complete, as part of the 
project, a skills and needs inventory. Cli-
ents report that they will offer services 
such as transportation, car repair, help 
with errands, child care, cooking, sew-
ing, housework, clerical support, mak-
ing phone calls, tutoring, carpentry, ma-
sonry, home visits, caring for saltwater 
aquariums, and yard work. Among the 
services they are seeking are car repairs, 
transportation, child care, tutoring, help 
with finances, medical services, help 
with diet and nutrition, classes and en-
tertainment, counseling, and medita-
tion. We are learning what is possible:

n	 One former client is helping a low-
income senior continue to live inde-
pendently by doing yard work that the 
senior can no longer pay for or do. The 
senior earns time dollars by volunteer-
ing for an adult literacy program. 

n	 Another client, a teenage mother who 
lives in a homeless shelter and attends 

high school, plans to earn money to buy 
a car. She joined the time exchange for 
help with child care while saving for the 
car. Another time bank member who 
has earned more time credits than she 
can spend offered to donate some of her 
credits to the young mother to help with 
child care.

n	 A third client volunteered for a chil-
dren’s camp and plans to spend her 
time earned on music lessons for her 
child.

n	 Another client, who took our trial skills 
class to represent herself against her 
batterer in a custody case and had a 
good result at trial, has agreed to speak 
to future clients about how to prepare 
to represent themselves in court. She is 
looking for car repairs and rides.

These examples hint at the legal needs that 
time bank participation meets. The senior 
being supported in living independently 
may not need help defending against 
an unwanted guardianship; the teenage 
mother is getting resources she needs to 
become financially self-sufficient; the 
battered woman will help other women 
break free.6

The project originally was designed to in-
corporate a written Pay-it-Forward agree-
ment that clients could choose whether 
to sign. The agreements helped us track 
participation and shaped how we com-
municated with clients about the project. 
Between January and April 2012, thirty-
one clients signed these agreements, and 
about one-third of those took the next 
step and joined the time bank.7 We had no 
administrative support for the project at 
this point. In late October the time bank 
began providing ten hours a week of staff 
time to our project. We are implementing 
this new phase and are beginning to see 
active participation. 

As we move forward, we are learning what 
makes the project effective. Person-to-
person assistance in joining and using the 
time bank is critical to client participa-

6We also see potential to recruit pro bono attorneys who will agree to exchange time with clients. In our small, conservative 
town, the private bar may respond well to helping people who have contributed to the community rather than taking on 
a case for “nothing.”

7We modified the project after April and no longer use the written agreement. 

Partnering with Clients to Achieve Economic Justice and Full Enfranchisement 
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tion. We lost participants during the first 
four months of the pilot when we asked 
clients to join the time bank on their 
own. Clients told us that the technology 
was a barrier and that they needed train-
ing to navigate the software. Administra-
tive support in the form of a small level of 
staffing is extremely helpful. 

Incentives are important. Clients are 
more likely to want to participate and to 
follow through if we make a referral based 
on a specific need. We are using the skills 
and needs data to work with community 
members to add, to the time bank, servic-
es that match those requested by clients. 

The project requires coordination and 
cooperation throughout the office, from 
the message we send in the lobby, to in-
take, case acceptance, and litigation. For 
the project to succeed, all staff members 
must believe in it.

Developing specific ways for clients to 
pay-it-forward would also increase ef-
fectiveness. In designing the pilot, we 
originally thought that clients would sim-
ply participate, receiving needed services 
and building stronger community. We are 
finding that more structure would give 
clients better opportunities for earning 
and spending time credits.8

The pilot project challenges our tradi-
tional legal aid model and has encoun-
tered some opposition within the legal 
aid community. However, Legal Servic-
es Corporation (LSC) President James 
Sandman has endorsed it.9 

Multiplying Our Numbers and 
Building a Constituency

In 2000 Legal Aid Services of Oregon 
met about 20 percent of the civil legal 
needs of the state’s low-income people.10 
Twelve years later Oregon has more low-
income people and fewer legal aid staff-
ers; thus we are meeting an even smaller 
percentage of civil legal needs. The re-
gion that the Roseburg office serves has 
more than 20,000 eligible low-income 
people, and four staff members sharing 
3.1 full-time-equivalent jobs give le-
gal help to more than 1,000 people each 
year. Our waiting room daily is filled to 
capacity with people seeking justice. If 
we see our clients only as “unmet legal 
needs,” our resources can meet only a 
small percentage of the need and we will 
deny clients the opportunity to partner 
with us to create a better world.

By asking clients to help us achieve our 
mission, we respect clients’ abilities, tap 
into a vast, currently unused resource, 
and build a supportive constituency. 
Clients who are passive recipients will 
not speak out for us when our existence 
is threatened. Clients who are engaged 
in our work will make their voices heard 
and their votes count.

Decreasing the Need  
for Legal Assistance in  
Our Client Communities

One way clients can partner with us to 
coproduce justice is by preventing legal 
problems. Adding prevention to the le-
gal services offered in our communities 
will decrease the number and intensity 
of legal problems our clients face, al-

8The time bank is responding to this need by initiating structured projects to meet community need; it is working with the 
juvenile court and the Housing and Homeless Coalition to allow juvenile offenders to meet community service sanction 
hours by working with homeless children. 

9Letter from James J. Sandman, President, Legal Services Corporation, to Edgar S. Cahn (Feb. 10, 2012) (copy in my files). 
Sandman notes: “I understand that at least one of our grantees has already incorporated the Timebanks model into its 
legal services program. Legal Aid Services of Oregon (LASO) launched a program under which each client is asked to enter 
into a Pay-It-Forward agreement pursuant to which s/he agrees to match staff hours spent by LASO on the client’s case 
by enrolling in a local Time Bank and committing to addressing the critical needs of others—needs that often give rise to 
legal problems that require legal assistance.”

10D. Michael Dale, Oregon State Bar et al., The State of Access to Justice in Oregon: Part I—Assessment of Legal Needs 
(March 31, 2000), http://bit.ly/Vk26a3.

Partnering with Clients to Achieve Economic Justice and Full Enfranchisement 
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lowing our attorneys to resolve a greater 
percentage of our clients’ legal problems. 
Prevention adds another layer to our ad-
vocacy, increasing our range of services:

Full representation

Unbundled representation

Self-help classes; forms

Legal advice

Prevention

Clients who decide to pay-it-forward be-
come the providers of this new layer of 
legal services—the additional “staff” for 
prevention. While lawyers work to resolve 
a legal problem, clients, through time 
banking, can tackle the underlying causes 
of the problem and make it less likely to 
recur. Clients who access time bank re-
sources are more able to meet basic needs 
and to alleviate poverty’s most serious ef-
fects or move out of poverty altogether. 
Among the poverty-related challenges 
that time banking exchanges can help re-
solve are 

n	 Food scarcity (teaching skills and sup-
port for growing and preserving food);

n	 Shelter (offering home repairs and 
teaching home maintenance skills);

n	 Reliable transportation (offering car 
repairs, rides, and delivery of needed 
items);

n	 Health care (care giving so that patients 
can return home from the hospital 
sooner);

n	 Education (offering tutoring and les-
sons);

n	 Independent living needs for seniors 
and people with disabilities (offering 
support services such as rides to ap-
pointments and meal delivery);

n	 Job readiness (helping members main-
tain skills, learn new skills, network, 
and receive job coaching while unem-
ployed);

n	 Access to justice (increasing pro bono 
resources);

n	 Isolation and helplessness (building 
social connections and recognizing 
skills).

Through time banking, clients be-
come resources for nonprofit agencies, 
the community, and one another, thus 
strengthening social infrastructure and 
prevention. Local time bank members 
have worked as tutors in an adult literacy 
program, giving vulnerable people skills 
they need to confront poverty directly. A 
teenage member of the time bank “buys” 
horseback riding lessons by using time 
dollars she earns by walking a dog for a 
mobility-impaired neighbor. Another 
local member offers to spend her lunch 
hour calling social service and govern-
ment agencies to help people receive or 
maintain benefits. Yet another member 
earned time dollars by tending a vegeta-
ble garden and spent the time dollars to 
have her car repaired. 

A homeless member of the time exchange 
said, “One tiny little job I did for a person 
in a wheelchair allowed them to be able to 
get to the kitchen sink. Another small job 
I did was hanging curtain rods that anoth-
er elderly person had waited months to 
get up. Some services I have received are 
a powerfully written résumé and car re-
pairs.”11 This person later found employ-
ment through his time bank connections.

Time banking supports agencies that 
serve low-income people and grant ac-
cess to services that normally would be 
unavailable without money. Moreover, 
time banking brings individuals together 
to create communities, which can then 
identify widespread legal problems and 
work together to resolve them. 

We know that preventive efforts are ef-
fective. For example, making drinking 
water safe eliminates a host of debilitat-
ing and lethal health problems; no one 
would argue that clean water is not the 
concern of the medical community. So-
cial infrastructure is the drinking water 

11Mike W., in a personal conversation with me in Roseburg, Oregon (March 3, 2011).

Partnering with Clients to Achieve Economic Justice and Full Enfranchisement 
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12Legal Aid Services of Oregon, Criteria for the Operation of LASO Offices 2 (April 2011) (Section IV, Management of Legal 
Work).

of full enfranchisement. To the extent 
that clients build community connec-
tions and strengthen social infrastruc-
ture, they irrigate the field of economic 
justice. These preventive efforts are fully 
the business of legal aid.

Partnering with Clients to Tackle 
Systemic Problems

Striving for coproduction as we engage 
clients and deliver services can have 
lasting impact on systemic problems. 
Advocacy based on coproduction meets 
Legal Aid Services of Oregon’s defini-
tion of impact work as “cases or projects 
designed to achieve broad impact upon 
significant problems in the client com-
munity.”12 Advocacy using coproduction 
undermines systems that exploit our cli-
ents and moves us toward economic jus-
tice. A passive population cannot be en-
franchised; low-income people’s having 
a voice in our national dialogue hinges on 
their active, responsible role. 

Coproduction of justice transforms 
our advocacy model by combining the 
strength of client communities with 
the expertise of advocates. As a rule we 
expect little of our clients. Depending 
on resources and priorities, we may of-
fer clients help that ranges from mini-
mal information to full representation 
through appeal, but the intensity of the 
attorney’s involvement is what varies, 
while the client’s role at both ends of the 
spectrum is one of passivity. We advocate 
for our clients, in response to things that 
have been done to them, leaving them 
absent as actors in their own drama. 
Without coproduction, relying on our 
professional expertise to resolve legal 
and systemic problems, we forgo what 
clients could add to our efforts. Through 
coproduction, we can use all of our com-
bined resources and build connections 
with whole communities of clients. By 
engaging with our clients and encour-
aging their active involvement, and by 
recognizing secondary stakeholders, we 
build something more powerful than our 
traditional model allows.

Applying an Economic Solution to 
an Economic Problem

Responding effectively to low-income 
people’s disfranchisement requires us 
to create alternatives to an economy that 
serves low-income community members 
poorly. A national economy that makes 
goods available to some and denies them 
to others is a root cause of poverty be-
cause poverty itself externalizes the costs 
of a market economy. 

Giving clients, who are marginalized by 
the mainstream economy, access to an al-
ternative economy that values their skills 
and gives them a currency to exchange 
for necessary resources reaches down to 
the root causes of poverty and solves the 
problem directly. Time banking gives 
clients entry into an economy in which 
their power, derived from their time, is 
equal to that of other participants, unlike 
power derived from capital, which is un-
evenly distributed. Compared to dollars, 
time credits stimulate different types 
of transactions and foster robust, local 
economies, impervious to inflation, in 
which all members can exchange skills 
for resources. An hour earned will never 
deflate to a value of less than an hour.

An unexpected result of the pilot project 
is that we have a good sense of our clients’ 
potential to build an economy based on 
an equal exchange of time. These same 
skills remain stagnant in our money 
economy because it does not offer a 
structure through which to use the skills. 
Giving clients access to an economy in 
which all people can be contributors is 
a direct way to weaken structures that 
require some people to live in poverty. 
Coproduction through time banking is a 
powerful prodemocracy response to eco-
nomic and political systems that margin-
alize the poor. 

Building a Movement for Economic 
Justice and Full Enfranchisement

Legal Aid Services of Oregon’s project 
began with a search for a way to achieve 
our mission by using the resources at 

Partnering with Clients to Achieve Economic Justice and Full Enfranchisement 
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hand. As in all nonprofit organizations, 
our clients’ problems are bigger than 
our staff or budget. While more funding 
would allow us to help more people, we 
only have, at the moment, the resources 
we have. If we could achieve justice right 
now, how would we do it and what would 
it look like? One resource that is not lim-
ited is people who walk into the office ev-
ery day wanting justice.

But no person or organization can 
“achieve” justice for anyone—because 
justice is owned and controlled collec-
tively, not held by an individual. While 
a lawyer can represent a person in court 
to obtain a restraining order or prevent 
an eviction, or sue a wrongdoer in an 

individual case, the lawyer cannot cre-
ate a just community. Only a large-scale, 
coordinated, strategic movement can do 
that. Effective social change movements 
take lawyers and organized citizen in-
volvement.

Time banking offers a strategy for part-
nering with clients so that our joint efforts 
can bring about real economic justice and 
a fully enfranchised population. Lawyers 
and other staffers of legal aid programs 
are ideally placed to lead a movement for 
positive, systemic change. Time banking 
builds democracy by connecting people 
to communities and by honoring rather 
than marginalizing the real work done by 
people such as our clients.

Partnering with Clients to Achieve Economic Justice and Full Enfranchisement 



Subscribe to Clearinghouse Review!
cleAringHouse review: JournAl of PovertY lAw And PolicY is the advocate’s premier 
resource for analysis of legal developments, innovative strategies, and best practices in 
representing low-income clients. Each issue of the review features in-depth, analytical 
articles, written by experts in their fields, on topics of interest to lawyers who represent 
low-income people. The review covers such substantive areas as civil rights, family law, 
disability, domestic violence, housing, elder law, health, and welfare reform.

Please fill out the following form to receive more information about subscribing to Clearinghouse review .

Name

Organization

Street address                      Floor, suite, or unit

City                     State  Zip

E-mail

Please e-mail this form to subscriptions@povertylaw.org.
Or fax this form to Subscriptions at 312.263.3846.

Sargent Shriver National Center on Poverty Law
50 E. Washington St. Suite 500

Chicago, IL 60602

n cleAringHouse review: JournAl of PovertY lAw And PolicY is published online six times per year.

n Your subscription includes online access to the current issue and the archive of articles published since 1967. 
With this online access—your “site license”—your organization’s entire staff will enjoy fully searchable access 
to a wealth of poverty law resources, accessible from any computer or mobile device. 

n Newly subscribing nonprofit programs are entitled to special discounts on our Training Programs.

n Each subscriber receives Clearinghouse Review News, a monthly e-newsletter that covers matters of interest to 
poverty and public interest law practitioners.

Get Your Online Subscription Today! 

Subscriber Annual Price

o Nonprofit organization ............................................ $300–$1,800 (varies with size of operating budget)

o Law school library .................................................... $500

o Individual ................................................................. $400

C
U

T 
H

ER
E

mailto:subscriptions@povertylaw.org

	chr_2013_jan_feb_cover
	chr_2013_jan_feb_schwartz1
	chr_2013_jan_feb_schwartz2
	chr_2013_jan_feb_order-form

